The Network of Ties in a Practice Firm for the Education to Entrepreneurship-the Case of Perting Ltd  by Tampieri, Laura
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  1073 – 1082 
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.01.348 
ScienceDirect
5th World Conference on Educational Sciences - WCES 2013 
The Network of Ties in a Practice Firm for the education to 
entrepreneurship - The case of Perting Ltd. 
Laura Tampieria * 
aBologna University, Department of Management, Via Capo di Lucca, 34; 40126 Bologna, Italy 
Abstract 
The paper considers the case of the practice firm (PF), Perting Ltd., and analyses the entrepreneurial networks and internal and 
external ties that develop between participants and other firms. Perting Ltd. is a practice firm that operates in the Simulimpresa 
laboratory of Bologna University. The results show the internal networking connections fit with the “classical” approach where 
the critical mass of ties are set for the long term while the external networks adhere to the “innovative” approach, characterised 
by initial exploration that determines further development. 
Keywords: practice firms, network, ties, simulimpresa, exploring, exploiting  
1. Introduction 
The methodology of practice firms (PF) is widely implemented in higher education institutions, particularly 
universities, for the main purpose of combining the stable learning environment of the classroom with the dynamic 
experience of business and industry. The traditional training centre of the classroom focused on the teachers’ role, 
but has changed in recent years, due to technological, economic, and social demands, and given way to more 
centrality for students (Tampieri, 2009). 
The PF (also known as simulated enterprise, training firm, virtual enterprise) is a simulated business set-up 
experienced by students, during their studies, under the supervision of teachers/tutors (Tampieri, 2011). An 
innovative centre of vocational learning, it runs like a "real" business, using a "real" firm's business procedures, 
products and services (Europen PEN International, 2011).  
This educational methodology aims to improve managerial and technical skills, train students on how to work in 
teams, develop self-initiative and to increase responsibility, according to the “learning by doing principle” (Krasniqi 
et al., 2011).  
One of the main features of PFs is the ties developed with other firms in the European-PEN International 
Network†. 
                                                            
* Corresponding Author: Laura Tamperi. Tel.: +39 0543 374668.  E-mail address: laura.tampieri@unibo.it  
† www.europen.info. 
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To this purpose, the study, still in progress, investigates the existence of ties among the operative units of Perting 
(internal networking) and with other individuals/organisations (external networking), grouped by country. 
The central research question is: what similarities emerge between the networking levels achieved in the start-up 
phase ( identified in four operative meetings: 1, 8, 22 October, and 15 November 2012) by Perting and the 
“classical” or “innovative” approaches ? 
The hypothesis of this paper is that the level of networking increases when the time taken in the PFs simulation 
process increases. This highlights the need for participants to manage a lot of data on how to work in the simulated 
environment, from both internal and external perspectives. 
The paper begins with the theoretical background on network and PF methodology, then develops the hypothesis 
and discusses the findings from the case study on Perting. The final section presents the theoretical implications, the 
limitations, and the potential for future research. 
2. Background 
The concept of networks has been widely debated in academic communities pointing to many research streams, 
such as social capital, network organisations, organisational networks, board interlocks, joint ventures, alliances, 
knowledge management, social cognition and group processes (Ahuja et al., 2012; Albertini & Muzzi, 2010; 
Meneguzzo & Cepiku, 2011). 
From a networking perspective, time is a key element for analysing the process of the building and development 
of inter-firm ties. Soda, Usai, and Zaheer, (2004) stated “networks have memories” due to their provenance in the 
past in terms of the building of and experience gained through relationships. 
Ties developed by a firm, over the pre-start-up phase, the establishment and the growth, form the basis of a 
strategy that initially exploits, then explores those networks (Jack et al., 2008),. 
This approach, defined as “Classical”, sets the achievement of a critical mass of ties as a long-term objective. 
Firstly, the firm wants to realise other types of resources, mostly financial, and only afterwards, to implement strong 
relationships with customers and suppliers (Bianchi & Tampieri, 2012). In the pre-start-up phase, firms deploy 
existing social contacts and identify which key contacts may be able to secure resources (Greve & Salaff, 2003). In 
the establishment phase, networks are both deepened, through the reinforcement of existing ties, and broadened, by 
the development of new ones. Ties, that in the start-up phase were essentially instrumental, become economic ones, 
as the relationships become more complex (Johannisson & Monsted, 1997). In the growth phase, networks shift 
from identity based to more calculative ones, based on the balance between economic costs and benefits (Hite & 
Hesterly, 2001).  
Another perspective, defined as “Innovative”, puts the critical networking at the beginning of the start-up process 
as the firm has to find, select and exploit ties (Bianchi et al., 2009).   
In this way, the time taken in the accomplishment of start-up activities is lower than in the Classical approach, as 
the critical mass of ties emerges, at the beginning of the process. The start-up activities require an initial strategy to 
explore and search for new business opportunities, to perform managerial activities, select the best entrepreneurial 
initiatives, and maintain contacts that aid business continuity. 
Networking represents a very interesting feature in the methodology of PFs (Goodyear, 2004). The use of 
Information Communication Technology (ICT) is used to promote connections between participants, between 
teachers/tutors and the learning community and learning resources (Santos, 2008). Other features are: interactivity, 
problem solving, job rotation and, virtual–real business combinations. Each participant interacts with the others in 
carrying out duties and tasks, and uses the managerial background to decide and assume responsibilities. Through 
job rotation, skills and competencies will be enforced. Although no real products, services, and money are 
exchanged, other activities, such as issuing of orders and invoices, maintenance of financial records, stock holdings, 
realisation of market research, purchase of raw materials, sale of products or services and payment of taxes and 
wages are carried out in the simulated environment (Berchtold & Trummer, 2001).  
The business partner that supports students and teachers in the experiment, particularly with information about 
the set-up, management structures, marketing strategies, price lists, procedure manuals, organisation charts, and 
salaries is important to the success of the PF. The business partner represents the bridge between the real and the 
simulated environment in which PFs operate (Gualdi, 2001).  
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As PFs trade with other simulated units in the internal and international markets through direct contacts as well as 
through participation in fairs, exhibitions and workshops, the paper considers the following elements of the PFs 
network:  Europen (in Europe)‡ and PEN International (outside Europe), Central Office§, Market and PFs (Figure 
1), Europen-PEN International. The mission is to enhance international training by using commercial documentation 
via PFs under the auspices of a central office that ensures adequate support in each country through the following 
services, bank, post office, telephone, water, electricity, insurance and assurance companies. If there is no specific 
PF that operates in the required sector, a simulated unit can trade with the “customers and suppliers shade” of central 
office ensuring the continuity of the ties.  
There are five partner countries: Europe, Australia, Asia, North and South America. In each country, there are 
different members, and, a total of 6.943 PFs. Europe holds 88 % of the Europen – PEN International network with 
the highest number of PFs at 6.110. South America, North America, Asia and Australia hold 286 (4 %), 349 (5%), 
38 (1 %), and 160 (2 %)** respectively. In detail, Europe consists of 20 countries: 1. Austria (AU), 2. Belgium (BE), 
3. Bulgaria (BU), 4. Czech Republic (CR), 5. Denmark (DE), 6. Finland (FI), 7. France (FR), 8. Germany (GE), 9. 
Great Britain (GB), 10. Italy (IT), 11. Lithuania (LT), 12. Luxembourg (LU), 13. Netherlands (NE), 14. Poland 
(PO), 15. Romania (RO), 16. Slovak Republic (SR), 17. Slovenia (SL), 18. Spain (SP), 19. Sweden (SW), and 20. 
Switzerland (ST). South America consists of Argentina (AR) and Brazil (BR) and North America, United States of 
America (US) And Canada (CA), and for Asia, China (CH), Malaysia (MA) . For Australia, Australia (AT). Future 
members will be: Albania, Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, Estonia, Indonesia, Macedonia, Moldova, 
Montenegro, Serbia and Singapore. 
 
 
 
Figure 1. PFs network  
 
Thereby, the market is very wide, as a PF of one country can trade with PFs in the same country, of the same 
partner and, with others. In exceptional cases, they can trade with customers and suppliers managed by the central 
offices. 
 
                                                            
‡ Europen - PEN International is the worldwide PF network with over 7,800 PFs in 42 countries (Europen PEN International, 2012).   
§ See the web site of Simulimpresa: http://www.simulimpresa.com. 
** Data gathered on November 22nd, 2012 from the web site of Europen-PEN International: http://www.europen.info. 
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3. The case of Perting Ltd. 
The research verifies the correspondence of the simulated experience of Perting networking, with the Classical or 
Innovative approach based on the following hypothesis: the level of networking increases when the time taken in the 
PFs simulation process increases. 
Perting is the first practice firm set up in 2001 by an Italian university,††that provides consulting services and 
sells high technology products. It is managed by students, under the supervision of teachers/tutors, during two 
semesters, on the “Simulimpresa”‡‡ course at the Forlì School of Economics, Management and Statistics (Tampieri, 
2012).  
Previous research by Bianchi & Tampieri (2012) showed the networking profile of Perting, based on a high 
number of customers and suppliers (Table 1).  
 
Table 1. PF methodology application in Bologna University, Forlì School of Economics, Management and Statistics 
 
Academic Year 
Educational profile of Simulimpresa course Networking profile of Perting  
No. teachers No. tutors No. students No. hours No. customers No. suppliers 
2001/2002 1 1 51 50 0 0 
2002/2003 1 1 52 50 10 7 
2003/2004 1 2 48 50 34 7 
2004/2005 1 2 57 50 13 6 
2005/2006 1 2 63 50 25 10 
2006/2007 1 2 54 50 53 7 
2007/2008 1 2 55 50 28 29 
2008/2009 2 7 120 50 122 30 
2009/2010 2 2 76 50 51 22 
2010/2011 1 2 116 50 23 12 
2011/2012 1 2 75 50 28 7 
 
On the Simulimpresa course (first semester of academic year 2012/2013), in order to examine the ties of Perting, 
a questionnaire§§ has been submitted to 28 participants grouped into nine operative units (OU), as shown in the 
organisation chart at Figure 2. 
 
                                                            
†† Bologna University – Forlì Faculty of Economics has been substituted by School of Economics, Management and Statistics since October 
2012. 
‡‡ Each course lasts 25 hours (4 ECTS). 
§§ The questionnaire is composed of two parts - internal networking with questions about the number of ties with operative units and 
teachers/tutors, the channels of communication, the feedback from replies and the typology of contact. The external one with the number of ties 
to external bodies, the channel of communication, the typology of contact, the turnover of customer and suppliers and the years of trade 
continuity.  
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Figure 2. Perting organisation chart  
 
The operative units carried out a variety of tasks, based on what happens in a real firm*** (Table 2).   
 
Table 2. Perting - operative units and tasks.  
 
No. O.U. Code No. 
participants 
Tasks 
1 Accounting and 
National  Trade 
ACC 4 Learning on the usage of software OS1; view of the balance before adjustment to 
produce the balance of the previous exercise; elaboration of adjustment records; 
issuing of national invoices. 
2 Budgetary control  BUDG 1 Learning on the programme Cartesio; elaboration of the business plan through 
Cartesio and the personnel budget. 
3 Treasury and financial 
management  
TREAS 1 Learning on the usage of internet banking; collection and payment of orders, 
elaboration of the financial plan for October and November. 
4 Human resource 
administration   
HRA 3 Contracts of employee’s assumption of Perting; elaboration of the microstructure 
of Perting; signing of labour contracts; administration and management of human 
resources. 
5 Executive secretary  SECR 2 Connection to the meeting board of directors for personnel engagement; 
communication with other Italian and foreign enterprises; drawing up job 
descriptions; in-mail clearing and work distribution. 
6 Personnel     PERS 3 Contracts of employees for other simulated enterprises; administration and 
management of human resources (together with HRA), carrying out professional 
assignments. 
7 Marketing  MKT 6 Market analysis through the database of Europen; communication with Italian and 
foreign enterprises; updating the catalogue in paper and on line; production of 
promotional materials; customer satisfaction surveys. 
8 International trade  INTRAD 7 Learning about the procedures for fulfilment of modules to foreign firms; 
execution of received foreign orders; issuing of sale documents to both European 
Union (EU) and non-EU countries. 
9 International project 
management and Web 
Site  
WEBPM 1 Learning on the implementation of the web site; updating the site; E- commerce, 
view Perting’s international projects and contacting university partners to 
implement Simulimpresa. Organisation of videoconferences with foreign 
universities. 
 
                                                            
*** The business partner of Perting is Cremonini SRL, sellers of office equipment for over twenty-five years. See http://www.office.it/it/. 
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The level of internal networking is measured by the ties developed by each OU with one teacher/tutor and others, 
in the period from October–November 2012.††† External measures refer to individuals/organisations, such as: central 
office, customers, suppliers, consultants, business partner and university partner projects. Owing to the limited 
duration of each operative meeting (3/4 hours) the frequency of ties in both internal and external networks is not 
relevant (as it is one for all ties) for the purposes of this analysis. 
4. Findings 
Based on this methodological framework, the results (see Figure 3) underlined that, in regard to the internal 
networking achieved by Perting, the focus on ties changed from teacher (TE) and tutor (TU) to operative units, 
allowing participants to accomplish the scheduled tasks in the start-up phase. 
In this network, the secretary is the most central OU, interacting with all the others in the 2nd, 3rd and 4th  
operative meetings, owing to its tasks, as indicated in Table 2. The organisation chart in Figure 2 shows the strategic 
position of staff directly in contact with the Chief Executive Officer (CEO), to ensure an adequate exchange of 
information among the OUs.   
 
 
 
Figure 3. Detailed phases of the building of ties by internal networks (October – November 2012). 
                                                            
 
 
††† The survey has been realised on the operative meetings of  1, 8, 22 October, and 15 November 2012 considered as start-up period. The other 
meetings were: 26 November, 3, 10 and 17 December 2012. 
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The first operative meeting mainly addressed the details of the Simulimpresa course, discussing it with each 
participant and deciding the distribution among departments and operative units. The discussion of the work 
programme, together with the exchange of documentation, established the initial contact between participants and 
the teacher/tutor that was further developed in the second meeting. 
The passage from the 2nd to 3rd meeting is important for internal network building, as the operative units begin 
to create more ties with other units that will be maintained in the next fourth meeting. This process contributed 
greatly to the network development.  
All ties have been realised through direct channels of communication (i.e. face to face) with the exchange of 
documents mainly taking place at the beginning of each operative meeting.  
The ties dynamic is represented in Figure 4, starting from 18 ties established by all OUs that firstly interact with 
the teacher/tutor, to increase those with other OUs. This trend is connected to the two main features implemented in 
PFs methodology: autonomy and interactivity of participants. The first derives from the role of coordination and 
supervision carried out by the teacher/tutor that allows students to take decisions and fulfil responsibilities in the 
simulated environment. The second feature underlines team working and job rotation so that participants 
continuously interact each other. 
 
 
Figure 4. Ties dynamics in internal networks. 
 
Thereby the internal networking seems to follow the Classical approach, with the observation of a critical mass of 
ties in the start-up process. 
As regards the external networking applied by Perting, the OUs started to build ties with external bodies from the 
second meeting (including consultants, customers, suppliers, business partners, central offices through bank (B) and 
suppliers (S) and project partner universities (Figure5)). 
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Figure 5. Detailed phases of the building of ties by external networks (October – November 2012). 
 
The results underlined a different orientation by each OU towards the external networks: for instance, HRA and 
BUDG did not realise any contacts, while ACC and WEBPM students were trained on how to manage software OS1 
and on web site implementation, in the 2nd and 3rd  meeting.  
Marketing is the most externally oriented OU, realising many contacts with Italian and foreign customers: 
Lithuania (LT - 45), Austria (AU - 842), Germany (GE - 423), France (FR - 117), Macedonia (MK - 46), Kosovo 
(KO - 61), Montenegro (MO - 4) and Albania (AL - 42). To produce promotional materials and update the 
catalogue, MKT implemented ties with the business partner. 
Thereby the external networking trends mainly correspond to the Innovative approach, as the critical mass of ties 
is made early at the start-up phase, principally in the passage from the 1st to 2nd meeting (Figure 6).  
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Thus, the hypothesis has been verified, as the ties increase during the simulation process with different dynamics 
between internal and external networks. While the internal network sets up a critical mass of ties at the end of the 
start-up process, the external network shows evidence of the need to create ties at the beginning.  
   
 
 
Figure 6. Ties dynamics in external networks. 
 
In the simulated experience of Perting, the main barriers to external networking, as stated in previous research, 
(Bianchi & Tampieri 2012) are the absence of participation at national and international fairs and the time given to 
the PF methodology by the Forlì School (one working day in the week for a total of 25 hours, suspended for 15 days 
due to exams). Both factors limit the creation and development of strong and stable relationships.  
 
5. Conclusions 
 
The paper analysed the approach to networking and ties as applied in the PF methodology for entrepreneurship 
development, using the case of Perting Ltd, a PF company that operates in the Simulimpresa laboratory of Bologna 
University. 
The research, still in progress, considered the network of ties developed internally by participants among the 
operative units and with the teacher/tutor. External networks were also considered, and refer to other 
individuals/organisations, such as central office, customers, suppliers, consultants, business partners and project 
partner universities. The results showed the connection of internal networking to the Classical approach and external 
networking to the Innovative approach.  
The extension of the framework from the start-up to include other phases in the education to entrepreneurship 
process should be detailed in the operative meetings that took place on 26 November, 3, 10 and 17 December 2012 
where wide variations in the dynamics of internal and external networks were highlighted. In particular, the number 
of ties from the internal perspective were 29, 32, 21 and 34 and from the external perspective, there were 7, 16, 8 
and 13 contacts. This instability of network ties can be connected to job rotation that pushed students to change OU 
and assume new responsibilities, to the different and advanced tasks assigned to the OU, videoconferences with 
university partner projects and the final course operative meeting at which experiences were exchanged. 
The paper highlighted a change to the method of designing a teaching and learning environment, and the 
assumption that PFs help learners to develop a more substantial understanding of business processes and get a 
“feeling” for realistic workplace conditions. PF remains primarily an educational methodology for the development 
of entrepreneurship (Deissinger, 2005).  
In this learning environment, the absence of entrepreneurial risk, the discontinuity of time, and the freedom to 
make mistakes, are just some of the factors that influence the networking activities of participants. In particular, as 
the products and money used are virtual, the learning seems to be identified as a play (Gramlinger, 2004). 
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Although there are limitations to this methodology, considering that the temporary Perting staff are limited to 25 
hours on a course, it is noted that the different trends detected in internal and external networking, could result in an 
inversion of results, in respect to what happens in the real business world.  
In Perting, the internal network has to be created to reach a critical mass, and the external one is based on the 
acquaintances of the existing framework from previous projects, whereas, in the real field the situation could be the 
opposite. Real organisations involved in networking activities, have strong and established internal and external ties, 
derived from existing and continuous ties. 
In further future research, it would be interesting to compare the case of Perting with other PFs in different 
sectors. Other parameters could be used to measure the level of networking (i.e. the turnover of customers and 
suppliers, the typology of ties in information or document delivering). 
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